Lady’s Island
Lake
- an introduction and overview
Location

Lady’s Island Lake (Grid Ref: T1007) is the large,
coastal waterbody located on the South Wexford
Coast 4km north-west of Carnsore Point, the extreme
south-east corner of the island of Ireland1 & 2.

Lady’s Island
Lake

Location map: Screenshot from https://maps.wexford.ie/imaps/.
Ordnance Survey Ireland Permit No 9121.
© Ordnance Survey Ireland/Government of Ireland.

Placename

the pre-Christian ‘ladies’ were a colony of wellworshiping pagan druidesses who lived on the island.

Protected area

Lady’s Island Lake is a protected area for its natural
heritage resource values. The protected area
comprises the following two overlapping sites.
• A Special Protection Area (SPA, Site Code
IE0004009)4 & 5 designated in 2010 for terns and
several species of waterbirds, and
• A Special Area of Conservation (SAC, Site Code
No IE0000704)6 for habitats, that is, places that
support plants and animals. The SAC was
designated in 2018 for three habitats: coastal
lagoons, reefs and vegetated shingle.
The two overlapping protected areas comprise
Lady’s Island Lake and its flood zone, its islands
(except Lady’s Island), some marginal wetlands,
Ring Marsh and Raheenmoor, the burrows extending
from Rostonstown to Carnsore Point, the near-shore
underwater marine area, Carnsore Point and a coastal
outlier at Crossfintan Point, Churchtown.
Lady’s Island
Lake Natura
2000 site.

‘Lady’s Island Lake’ refers to the large waterbody in
the Catholic parish of Lady’s Island. The parish is
dedicated to Mary, the mother of Jesus. The official
name of the parish, the village and the island is
‘Lady’s Island’ in English, ‘Oileán Mhuire’ (Mary’s
Island) in Irish. The preferred local name is ‘Our
Lady’s Island’. Historical references to Mary date
from as early as 1540-1541 when the area was called
‘Seyntmary Iland’. The earliest known historical
reference dates from 1389 when the area was called
‘Insula Barry’ (‘Island of Barry’ or ‘Barry’s Island’).
It is not known if the area was dedicated to St Barry
of Cork, or if it was named after an Anglo-Norman
family of surname Barry3. Local tradition holds that
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The rocky foundation

Location map: Screenshot from https://maps.wexford.ie/imaps/.
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The Lady’s Island Lake area has a foundation of
three different rock types. Kilmore Quay Group
rocks underlie the northern part of the lake. The age
of these rocks is unknown but they are believed to be
at least 600 million years old. About 436 million
years ago, the Saltee Granite intruded into the older
rocks and a band of that granite runs under the
central portion of the lake. About six million years
after the Saltee Granite was formed, the Carnsore
Granite intruded into the earlier granite body7. These
three rock types are not
exposed around the lake but
Carnsore Granite is very well
exposed at Carnsore Point. The
Lady’s Island Lake area is also
littered with boulders of
Carnsore Granite (pictured),
glacial erratics that are part of
Boulder field.
the legacy of the last ice age.
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Glacial heritage

Nature conservation

The Irish Sea Glacier was an ice sheet that
flowed southwards along the floor of the
present Irish Sea from the Scottish Highlands
during the last ice age some 22,000 years ago 8.
At it flowed southwards past Carnsore Point it
expanded westwards tearing off great chunks
of Carnsore Granite from the bedrock and
moving these large rocks westwards. These
weathered and rounded boulders, most in the 2
-5t range, litter the Lady’s Island Lake area.

Natura 2000 is the European Union’s network
of protected nature sites; it is the largest
coordinated such network in the world.
Ireland’s contribution to the network includes
Lady’s Island Lake. The lake and its environs
were selected for three habitats and several
species of wild birds.

Protected habitats

The present basin of Lady’s Island Lake is
possibly the silted remains of part of a glacial
meltwater outflow channel. As the ice sheets
melted and retreated northwards at the end of
the last ice age sediment-carrying meltwater
flowed to the sea via channels running
southwards.
As a result, large volumes of sands and gravels
were deposited off-shore. Rising sea level and
coastal processes caused wave-worked, shoreparallel ridges of sandy gravel to transgress on
-shore creating beaches and trapping the
remnants of the former meltwater channels as
lagoons behind a massive fringing,
transgressive barrier thereby creating Ireland’s
Great Barrier Coast.

Great Barrier Coast

The South Wexford Coast is Ireland’s Great
Barrier Coast as it is the coastline that gives
greatest
“The most impressive barrier expression to
coast in Ireland is that
the ‘Southern
extending for 30km from
barrier,
Carnsore Point … excellent
lagoon and
examples of gravel-based
cliff erosion
barrier landforms … among
province’ in
the best examples in Europe.” the
(Orford and Carter, 1982)9 classification
of the east
coast of Ireland into three geomorphological
provinces associated with changes in wave
energy, tidal range and sea-level history along
the Irish Sea10. The swash-aligned barrier
faces the direction of the prevailing weather
and the approaches of both the dominant local
wind-waves and Atlantic swells9, 11 & 12.

Sunny South East

Foxtail Stonewort Lamprothamnium papulosum, an alga
and a lagoonal specialist, growing underwater with Spiral
Tasselweed Ruppia cirrhosa.

rate of shoreline retreat vary widely because
recession occurs in irregular quantum leaps
rather than at a constant pace. Retreats of 320m are theoretically possible during
individual storm events based on average grain
diameter sizes of 3-1mm14. The mean, longterm rate of retreat is probably about 0.35m/
year15 & 16. Measurements show that due to
deposition the area of sand dune at Burrow has
increased from 57.25ha in 2006 to 60.91ha in
201617. It is not known what impact global
warming, climate change and sea-level rise
will have on these rates in the future. Future
sea level rise during the next 100 years could
raise tide and extreme levels by 0.55-1.05m at
The Cut14.

Seabed sediments

The seabed close to Lady’s Island Lake is
largely composed of sediment-strewn bedrock
with a large bed of sand extending to the west,
exposed rock extending to Carnsore Point, and
a large lens of gravel offshore (British
Geological Survey, 1988).

Ireland normally enjoys between 1100 and
1600 hours of bright sunshine each year. The
sunniest months are May and June. During
these months, sunshine duration averages
between 5 and 6.5 hours per day over most of
the country. The extreme southeast gets most
sunshine, averaging over 7 hours a day in early
summer13.

Drainage

Relief

Soils

In geography, relief refers to the highest and
lowest elevation points in an area. The
environs of Lady’s Island Lake are all lowlying (<20m) with the highest ground (>30m)
located to the northwest2. Underwater contours
suggest that former glacial meltwater channels
may have disgorged at a point close to the
present 50m isobath, that is, as far south of the
Saltee Islands as the islands presently lie from
the mainland.

Coastal erosion

Measuring coastal erosion on the barrier at
Lady’s Island Lake is complex because the
barrier is transgressive, that is, it is rolling over
and moving slowly inland10. Estimates of the

A habitat is a place or area where particular
plants and animals live. Lady’s Island Lake is
designated for habitats annexed in the
European Union’s Habitats Directive 20. The
lake and its environs were selected in 1997,
and designated in 2018, as Special Area of
Conservation (SAC) Site Code IE0000704 for
the following three habitats: ‘*Coastal lagoons
[1150]’ (Lady’s Island Lake and adjoining
waterbodies), ‘Reefs [1170]’ (granite bedrock
at Carnsore Point exposed at low water), and
‘Perennial vegetation of stony banks
[1220]’ (vegetated shingle on Rostonstown
Burrow and Burrow) 6. The numbers in
brackets are Natura 2000 codes. The asterisk
on ‘*Coastal lagoons [1150]’ indicates that it
is a priority habitat requiring special
conservation measures.

Coastal lagoons

Lady’s Island Lake is a coastal lagoon, a
priority habitat. Coastal lagoons are defined as
expanses of shallow coastal salt water, of
varying salinity and water volume, wholly or
partially separated from the sea by sand banks
or shingle, or, less frequently, by rocks21.
At Lady’s Island Lake the main body of the
lagoon in very well mixed both horizontally
and vertically22, 23 & 24. The relationship
between salinity and water level is
approximately linear25 so salinity normally
varies from lower in winter when water
volume is higher to higher in summer when
water volume is normally lower and
evaporation is more common. The impounding
barrier extends westwards from Carnsore Point
towards Kilmore Quay and is a ridge of sandy
gravel that wholly separates the lagoon from
the adjoining Celtic Sea.
The South Wexford Coast supports three
lagoons: Lady’s Island Lake (340ha),
Tacumshin Lake (430ha) and the Ballyteige

Lady’s Island Lake is part of the Kisha
subcatchment, one of five
Colonies of Conopeum
subcatchments in the Ballyteigean encrusting
Bannow catchment. Twelve feeder seurati,
bryozoan and lagoonal
streams disgorge into Lady’s Island specialist (detail inset),
exposed on the shore
Lake18.
The main soil types found in the
Lady’s Island Lake area are ‘Sandy
stoneless drift’ (Seafield
association) to the east of the lake
and ‘Coarse stony drift’ (Clasmore
association) to the west and north.
Drift is unsorted material deposited
by melting ice sheets. Both of these
drifts support deposits of ‘River
alluvium’, silty sediment deposited
by glacial rivers. The barrier on the
southern side of the lake is
dominated by ‘Blown sand’. The
Ring Marsh area is occupied by a
large deposit of ‘Lake alluvium’
with ‘Peat’19.

after the lake had been
drained.

Channels (8ha). Lady’s Island Lake is one of
the largest lagoons in Ireland and together, the
three south Wexford lagoons comprise about
32% of the country’s coastal lagoon heritage26.
Lady’s Island Lake is rated the best lagoon of
its type in Ireland 6 & 27.

Number of pairs of Roseate Terns nesting at
Lady’s Island Lake by year, 1980-2021.

Lagoonal specialists

Lagoonal specialists are plants and animals
that have evolved special adaptations to enable
them to live in coastal lagoons. Lady’s Island
Lake has the most diverse community of
lagoonal specialists of any Irish lagoon: “At
least 13 lagoonal specialist species have been
recorded which is the highest number for any
lagoonal habitat in the country.”6

Reefs

Reefs are areas of marine bedrock. The granite
bedrock at
Carnsore Point is
exposed at low
water (pictured)
and its rough
surfaces and rock
pools support a
range of marine
organisms. The
upper shore is
Reef at Carnsore Point.
dominated by
well-defined,
coloured bands of lichens.

Vegetated shingle

After coastal lagoons and reefs, ‘Perennial
vegetation of stony banks [1220]’ is the third
habitat that the Special Area of Conservation
(SAC) at Lady’s Island Lake is designated for.
Since the original site selection process, the
area of vegetated shingle has been reduced
considerable due to commercial extraction,
deposition of wind-blown sand and
reinterpretation of the habitat type. The area of
the habitat is now interpreted to be 1.25ha at
two areas: The Cut and the extreme eastern
end of Burrow17 Maps 1, 2 & 3.

Sand dunes

The fringing gravel barriers on the South
Wexford Coast are topped with decorations of
wind-blown sand. The sand forms a ridge with
very small dunes at Lady’s Island Lake.
Information about the age of the dunes is
scant; borehole data yielded a date of
2,310±60 years before present (BP) at
Carnsore Point28. Opportunities for further
dune development are limited due to paucity
of building material; sediments deposited by
ice sheets are a finite resource.

One of the notable plants found growing in the
sand dunes is Cottonweed Achillea maritima, a
Red Data species, found nowhere else in
Ireland.

Protected bird species

Lady’s Island Lake is a Natura 2000 site for
protected species. The protected species that
the site is selected for are all wild birds, both
summer breeding species and wintering
waterbirds. SPA Site Code IE0004009 was
designated in 1986, and again in 20104, for the
following species: Gadwall (a dabbling duck)
[A051], Black-headed Gull [A179], Sandwich
Tern [A191], Roseate Tern [A192], Common
Tern [A193], Arctic Tern [A194] and Wetland
and Waterbirds [A999]5 in general.

Roseate Tern

volunteers from September to March.

The Roseate Tern is one of the rarest breeding
seabirds in Europe. During the 1960s, Tern
Island, a mobile sandbank in Wexford
Harbour, supported upwards of 2,000 pairs of
breeding Roseate Terns, the largest colonies of
the species ever recorded in the north-west
European population. However, numbers went
into decline and Tern Island washed away in
197729. The remaining birds relocated to other
sites including Lady’s Island Lake. About 300
pairs bred at Lady’s Island Lake but the
population was decimated during the 1980s by
Brown Rats and other predators eating eggs,
chicks and adults.
Conservation initiatives, including wardening,
were put in place by the National Parks and
Wildlife Service in association with Birdwatch
Ireland, local landowners and other interested
parties and the number of birds breeding there
slowly recovered. Due to the conservation
initiatives at Lady’s Island Lake, birds made a
significant comeback from near extinction in
Co Wexford to over 250 pairs breeding there
in recent years.

Wintering waterbirds

Eighty-three species of wintering waterbirds
are monitored each winter by the Irish
Wetland Bird Survey (I-WeBS), a scheme
funded by the National Parks and Wildlife
Service and organised by BirdWatch Ireland.
Once-monthly counts are conducted by

Species that occurred at Lady’s Island Lake in
nationally-important numbers in the past were:
Bewick's Swan, Teal, Pochard, Tufted Duck,
Scaup, Grey Plover and Lapwing.
In recent years the lake was important for
Little Egret, Mute Swan, Whooper Swan,
Greylag Goose, Light-bellied Brent Goose,
Wigeon, Gadwall, Shoveler, Coot, Blacktailed Godwit and Turnstone30.

Conservation objectives

The generic conservation objectives for the
Lady's Island Lake Natura 2000 sites are “to
maintain or restore the favourable
conservation status of the habitats and species
for which the sites have been selected.”6
Specific conservation objectives have been
published for the three habitats but there are no
specific conservation measures or management
plan detailing how the conservation objectives
are to be achieved. Two of the most
challenging management issues at the site are
❖ controlling the water level and
❖ improving water quality.

Controlling water level

How water level in the lake is controlled is
described in a sister leaflet titled ‘Cutting the
Lake at Lady’s Island’ available from the same
source as this leaflet (see bottom of page 1).
Roseate Terns at Lady’s Island Lake. Image: David Daly.

Improving water
quality

Water quality in Lady’s Island
Lake has been poor since at least
the early 1980s31. A summary of
events since 1983 aimed at
improving water quality is
contained in a sister leaflet titled
‘Improving water quality in
Lady’s Island Lake’. Another
leaflet, titled ’The Three
Lagoons’ gives an introduction to
water quality32 in the three
lagoons on the South Wexford
Coast (Lady’s Island Lake,
Tacumshin Lake and the
Ballyteige Channels. Both
leaflets are available from the
same source as this leaflet (see
bottom of page 1).
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Conservation
concerns

Concerns regarding nature
conservation should be addressed
to Tony Murray, the local
National Parks and Wildlife
Service (NPWS) Conservation
Ranger, email
Tony.Murray@housing.gov.ie,
telephone 076 100 2662.

Lady’s Island Lake and village

